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Philadelphia and Its Iraqi Refugees: Lessons from the Northeast
Abstract
The U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003 produced millions of refugees, some of which were relocated to the
United States. City planners need to consider refugees’ adaptation and movement within the United
States and the impacts of migration on their communities. What can refugee communities can do for
urban revitalization, and what can urban communities contribute to refugees’ resettlement success?
These questions are answered in a case study of Iraqi refugees in Philadelphia using quantitative data
from stakeholder agencies and geographic information system (GIS) data. Interviews with Philadelphia
refugee resettlement stakeholders is incorporated with news reports and scholarship to paint a full
picture of refugee resettlement in Philadelphia. The major finding of this study is that the Iraqi refugee
community of Philadelphia is dispersed, and its neighborhood is extremely multicultural with no single
ethnic character. Thus, the Iraqi refugees in Philadelphia are not provided with the full benefits of an
enclave, and are also left without long-term institutional support or substantial community organizations,
despite being vulnerable at many levels. Philadelphia is a Legacy City: an old, industrial city suffering from
population decline. This paper proposes that investment in centralized data keeping and accountability,
research, and community-building would not only serve the Iraqi refugees themselves, but their
contributions to this Legacy City in need of revitalization could advance the city’s potential to re-emerge
as an immigrant gateway, with manifold benefits to Philadelphia itself.
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Introduction
When I worked for a refugee resettlement agency in Philadelphia in the summer
of 2015, I noticed that most of our Middle Eastern refugees hailed from northeast
Philadelphia. A refugee wellness clinic in Olney (upper North Philadelphia) that I visited
several times during the 2015-16 academic year saw patients primarily from Iraq. Yet,
when I mentioned Iraqi refugees living in northeast Philadelphia to other Philadelphia
residents, my comments were often met with surprise and confusion. There seemed to be
limited public awareness that refugees from Iraq were being resettled in northeast
Philadelphia. This thesis examines this community – considering who its members were,
how they came to Philadelphia, and what implications their residence in Philadelphia had
for the city and for the refugee community itself. It studies these questions in the context
of systems of refugee resettlement and urban immigration. I argue that Iraqi refugees
could be an important source of revitalization for northeast Philadelphia, but only if the
city invests in tangible community-building efforts that attract, support, and keep
refugees and immigrants in the city.
The U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003 produced multiple millions of refugees. Yet few
scholars or journalists have studied the resettlement of Iraqi refugees in the United States,
despite the fact that the United States gave at least a tentative acknowledgement of their
complicity in creating the refugee crisis by offering special visas to some Iraqis.1 Since
2011, the Syrian refugee crisis has overshadowed the ongoing Iraqi refugee crisis. Thus,
the experiences and struggles of Iraqi refugees have been invisible to most Americans.
Likewise, city planners have not paid much attention to migrant adaptation and
movement within the United States, nor to the impacts of migration on their
1

Boustany, Nora, and Joshua Partlow, “U.S. Agrees to Resettle Refugees from Iraq.”

1

communities.2 But Philadelphia planners need to consider what refugee communities can
do for urban revitalization, and similarly, stakeholders in refugee resettlement should
consider the influence of Philadelphia’s communities on the success of resettled refugees.
This thesis proposes to answer several questions. How did northeast Philadelphia
serve the needs of resettled Iraqi refugees after 2003? Are Iraqi refugees staying or
leaving? Is Philadelphia poised to re-emerge as an immigrant gateway, and what does
resettlement have to do with that? How does resettlement contribute to urban
revitalization, and what does that mean for northeast Philadelphia? These questions are
answered using quantitative data from Pennsylvania state agencies, resettlement agencies,
and city-level geographic information system (GIS) data. Qualitative data from
interviews with Philadelphia refugee resettlement stakeholders is incorporated with news
reports and scholarship to paint a full picture of refugee resettlement in Philadelphia. This
thesis elucidates the links between immigration, refugee resettlement, and urban
revitalization to explore the practices and implications of Iraqi refugee resettlement in
northeast Philadelphia.
The major finding of this study is the following: the Iraqi refugee community of
Philadelphia is dispersed, and its “neighborhood,” such as it is, is extremely multicultural
and even “global,” having many immigrant groups and no single ethnic character. No
clear Arabic-speaking or Iraqi enclave has formed. Thus, the Iraqi refugees in
Philadelphia are not provided with the benefits of an enclave, and are also left without
long-term institutional support or substantial community organizations, despite being
vulnerable at many levels. Philadelphia is an old, industrial city suffering from population
decline, making it a “Legacy City.” As a “Legacy City,” Philadelphia used to attract
2
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large-scale immigration, but no longer attracts newcomers in such large numbers today.
This paper proposes that investment in centralized data keeping and accountability,
research, and community-building would not only serve the Iraqi refugees themselves,
but their contributions to this Legacy City in need of revitalization could advance the
city’s potential to re-emerge as an immigrant gateway, with manifold benefits to
Philadelphia itself, not least of which is the cultural richness that comes from hosting
diverse populations.
I begin telling the tale of Philadelphia’s Iraqi refugees by giving an overview of
global refugee affairs, followed by a description of the Iraqi refugee crisis from 2003 to
2015. Then, I connect refugee issues to Philadelphia by describing the situation of
refugee resettlement in the city. I give a brief history of immigration and resettlement to
Philadelphia, with a focus on northeast Philadelphia as an immigrant community and
receiving community for Iraqi refugees. I evaluate the assets and drawbacks of the
Northeast as a site for resettlement. I conclude by discussing how refugee resettlement
could shape Philadelphia as a re-emerging gateway for 21st century American
immigration. If Philadelphia is able to mobilize to meet the needs of Iraqi refugees, they
could become a source of urban revitalization and contribute to Philadelphia’s reemergence as an urban immigrant destination.

3

1. The world’s refugees come to the United States
a. What does it mean to be a refugee?
When United Nations General Assembly gathered for the 1951 Convention
Relating to the Status of Refugees, it defined a “refugee.” International law continues to
recognize this definition of a refugee as a person who…
… owing to wellfounded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion,
nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is
outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is
unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country; or who, not having a
nationality and being outside the country of his former habitual residence as a
result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it.3
Temporal and geographic limitations specific to World War II refugees originally framed
this clause, but these were removed in 1967. The United Nations distinguishes a refugee
from an asylum-seeker, identifying the latter as someone who claims to be a refugee, but
whose claim has not yet been definitively evaluated by authorities (today, this is the
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, hereon referred to as the UNHCR).
The United States is the largest recipient of refugees in the world today.4 There are
currently 267,222 refugees and 224,508 asylum-seekers living in the United States,5 but
the global refugee crisis is much larger. As of 2015, the UNHCR counts and to some
extent monitors an estimated 15.1 million refugees around the world.6
The definition of refugee is fundamentally a legal one. There is no essential
category of refugee person beyond that, nor a distinct “refugee” psychological condition.7
Refugees are an extremely heterogeneous category. There is ongoing debate about
3
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whether refugees are significantly different from immigrants, and whether refugees and
immigrants should be examined together or separately. In the United States, many of the
same variables predict the economic outcomes for refugees and immigrants. Refugees
and immigrants both adapt to their new environment as household units, with women
often performing the role of expanding social networks and economic arenas. The
principle point of difference is in their relationship to the state. In the United States,
refugees (but not immigrants) are able to receive public benefits upon arrival, though
programs stress early self-sufficiency. These services may temporarily provide an
alternative to entering big labor markets and ethnic enclaves.8 While I focus on refugees
in this investigation, I will place refugee resettlement in the context of immigration
broadly. I will address the overlap between refugees and immigrants, and their
connections to one another.

b. Who are the world’s refugees?
Refugees come from many countries all over the world. Some of these refugees
will end up coming to the U.S. to live permanently.

8
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Figure 1: Country of Nationality for Refugees Accepted to U.S.A. Oct. 1 - Nov. 30 20159

There are three durable options available for refugees who are outside of their
home country. The first is repatriation to the country from which they fled. This is an
option if the threat that caused the person(s) to leave has been removed, and the country
has committed to accepting those who have left. Because this happens very rarely, the
most common solution is local integration into the country to which they fled (the “host”
country). Resettlement in a third country, the last option, is considered when neither
repatriation nor integration into the host country are viable options. Less than 1% of
refugees worldwide were resettled in a third country in 2014.10 This was less than 10% of
refugees whom the UNHCR identified to be in need of resettlement to a third country.11

9
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In fiscal year (FY) 2015, the United States resettled 69,933 refugees and in FY
2013 (the most recent data available) granted asylum status to 25,199 people.12 In
framing refugee resettlement in terms of the foreign-born geography of the U.S., it is
important to realize that the number of refugees is dwarfed by non-refugee immigration.
Over 4 million total immigrants arrived in the United States in 2015, compared to less
than 70,000 refugees.13 This number excludes all those who come to the United States
temporarily (“non-immigrants”).
c. Which refugees have been resettled in the United States?
The first thing that refugees have to do in order to qualify for resettlement is to
leave their country of origin. Upon presenting themselves to the relevant
national/international entities, they must prove that they are a refugee, i.e. that they have
a well-founded fear of persecution based on race, religion, nationality, membership of a
particular social group or political opinion. Then, they must be identified by these
agencies as a person of special concern.
The priority areas for resettlement to the United States include:
I. People at risk in the countries of first asylum, vulnerable populations, or those in
danger of refoulement (the rendering of a victimized person to their persecutor),
as identified by the UNHCR, a U.S. Embassy, or an accredited non-governmental
organization.

12
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II. Persons from the former Soviet Union, Cuba, ethnic minorities in Burma, and
Bhutanese in Nepal. This category includes Iraqis who are associated with the
United States (typically employees of U.S.-contracted organizations).
III. Family of someone already admitted to the U.S.14
The idea behind the “family” priority is that these refugees have “built-in” social
networks and housing, and therefore are less likely to become reliant on welfare and
social services, which is perceived as an extra cost for resettlement.15 Refugees may be
denied admission if they are deemed a threat to public health, have a criminal record, or
pose a security threat.16
d. Iraqi refugees
There have been several groups of recent Iraqi émigrés. In the 1980s, Iraqis left
the country to escape the war with Iran. In the early 1990s, the number of people leaving
increased due to the Gulf War. The rest of the decade was marked by the rule of Saddam
Hussein, whose persecution of religious minorities caused an exodus of Shi’a Muslims in
particular.17 What spurred the current humanitarian crisis was the invasion of Iraq by U.S.
and allied forces in 2003. Paying no heed to humanitarian warnings about an imminent
crisis, the invasion of Iraq caused the displacement of more than 2 million refugees, as
well 2.7 million internally displaced: one out of every six Iraqis.18
Most Iraqi refugees who left during the 2003 conflict went to Syria (between 1.2
and 1.4 million). Half a million went to Jordan, and many others went to Saudi Arabia,
14
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other Gulf States, Egypt, and Iran. The first to leave were the most well educated, as they
had the most resources to support emigration, whereas the vulnerable and poor stayed
behind. By 2006, the refugee movement encompassed all religions and sects.19 Until that
time, the United States paid little attention to the refugee crisis. The approach was to
“pretend it is not there and hopefully the problem will go away.”20 In February 2006, the
bombing of a mosque and subsequent surge in sectarian violence caused an uptick in the
number of displaced Iraqis, resulting in increased concern about their status.21 Pressure
from within Congress and a call for action from the United Kingdom resulted in a shift in
the attitude of the U.S. Government. In 2008, Congress signed a law creating 5,000
special immigrant visas (SIVs) for Iraqis who were U.S. government employees or
contractors, though some members of Congress and human rights groups have criticized
this as a token gesture.22 From 2006 to 2009, the United States admitted 34,470 Iraqi
refugees under the United States Refugee Admissions Program (USRAP), and 4,634
SIVs were issued.23 The comparison that many proponents of larger-scale refugee
resettlement in the United States make is that the U.S. government gave resettlement
visas to more than 1 million Vietnamese refugees.24 Since 2011, most of the Iraqis
resettled to Philadelphia have come from Syria, as the ongoing civil war there has put
their lives in jeopardy. They represent diverse ethnic groups and faiths: a combination of
different Christian sects, and Sunni and Shi’a Muslims.25
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Figure 2: Total refugee admissions from Iraq.26

The number of Iraqi refugees living dispersed around the U.S. now totals over
127,000.27 This research paper is focused on what happens after Iraqi refugees come to
one particular city, Philadelphia, and begin their lives anew.
Refugees face a variety of challenges when they are resettled in a third country.
Sociocultural adjustment and inadequate understandings between the new arrivals and
host communities are a strain on refugee families. Psychological traumas and limited
language proficiency are often barriers to integration (Segal and Mayadas, 563). Iraqi
refugees are more likely than Iraqi immigrants to be unemployed, despite often having
high levels of education, and even after taking into consideration pre-migration and
professional experiences.28 Low-skilled jobs are often hard to find. Most federal agencies
require that employees are U.S. citizens and obtain background investigations. Many
skilled Arabic translation positions also require a security clearance, which is extremely
difficult for refugees to obtain, and the background checks that were done by the U.S.

26
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mission in Iraq in order to hire or contract Iraqis are not a sufficient substitute. The
resettlement agencies that support refugees in finding employment are extraordinarily
overburdened and only hold contracts with refugee clients for three months, leaving the
bulk of support on the communities of resettlement. 29 This is a reason for special focus
on Iraqi refugees over immigrants.

29

United States Government Accountability Office. “Iraqi Refugees and Special Immigrant Visa Holders
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2. The world’s refugees come to Philadelphia
The process of deciding resettlement locations is essentially random.
Representatives from the American resettlement nonprofits gather around a table in New
York City every year. The U.S. Office of Refugee Resettlement (ORR) presents the
group with the total number of persons of each nationality who need to be resettled. Each
agency offers to take refugees based on their financial and human resource capacity to
host them. There is no official preference given for employment opportunity, access to
services, or ethnic composition. The only calculated decision is to send those with family
to the location where their family lives. The refugees who come to Philadelphia either
have family in Philadelphia, or were selected randomly from the vast pool of refugees
who are resettled in the U.S. every year.30 The refugees themselves have no part in this
decision-making process. This is an old pattern in refugee resettlement. A report from
The Philadelphia Inquirer in 2000 noted that Vietnamese refugees who were resettled in
the late 1970s and their descendants living in Philadelphia years later had no idea how it
was that they came to live in this city.31
Not only is the process essentially random, but it is also extraordinarily
bureaucratic and elusive. Getting data about which type of refugees were being resettled
where was nearly impossible for me. This data is theoretically kept by the voluntary
agencies that serve refugees (“resettlement agencies” or VOLAGs), but with 350
VOLAG offices around the country, this data is not centralized and certainly not easily
accessible.32 While trying to understand where refugees were being resettled nationally, I
contacted ten organizations that could be keeping track of refugee resettlement in
30
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Lin, Jennifer. “In Philadelphia, Refugees Found New Life, New Challenges, New Pain.”
32
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Philadelphia. These were the Department of Human Services, Philadelphia Immigrant
and Multicultural Affairs Office, Office of Refugee Resettlement, U.S. Committee for
Refugees and Immigrants, City of Philadelphia Department of Records, U.S. Citizenship
and Immigration Services, Bureau of Population, Migration, and Refugees, and the U.S.
Census Bureau. Not one of these agencies could tell me which refugees had been coming
to Philadelphia. The Pennsylvania Refugee Resettlement Program, a State and Federallyfunded NGO, was able to provide data on how many refugees were sent to Philadelphia
every year starting in 2003, based on country of origin. They were unable to provide
information about which of Philadelphia’s three VOLAGs took these refugees, and were
not able to provide information about the communities where these refugees were settled.
Within Philadelphia, the VOLAGs determine where refugees will resettle.33
Ukraine, 469
Sudan, 149

Vietnam, 101

Afghanistan,
167

Sierra Leone,
139
Bhutan , 1352
Liberia, 1301
Burma, 1150

Iraq, 1273

Eritrea, 191

Dem Rep. of
Congo, 310

Figure 3. Refugee Nationalities Arriving in Philadelphia, 2003-2015, (number of persons >100)34

33
34

Ibid.
From the Pennsylvania Refugee Resettlement Program.
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The largest nationality represented among refugees who were resettled in Philadelphia
from 2003-2015 was Bhutanese, according to the Pennsylvania Refugee Resettlement
Program. Closely following were Liberian, Iraqi, and Burmese. A myriad of other
countries were also represented, including others not listed.
Staff from a resettlement agency meets refugees when they arrive in Philadelphia.
There are nine resettlement agencies in the United States that hold contracts with the
Department of State. They place refugees in almost two hundred communities across the
country. They also provide assistance to refugees, from shelter and food to assistance
applying for a Social Security card and enrolling in school. The U.S. Department of
State’s Reception and Placement program ends at three months, and most of these
services become unavailable at that time.35 In this way, the American resettlement
program emphasizes early independence from public support and benefits, compared to
the systems of other nations that resettle refugees.36 Refugees are left on their own to
navigate their new homes very quickly.

35
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3. Refugees in northeast Philadelphia
While interning at a large refugee resettlement VOLAG in Philadelphia, I learned
that a substantial number, if not all, of the Iraqi refugees coming to Philadelphia were
resettled in the same neighborhood in the Northeast. And yet, there seemed to be little
common awareness of this community. This section discusses northeast Philadelphia: its
geography, history of immigration, and current refugee population.
a. Northeast Philadelphia
Northeast Philadelphia is a municipally defined region within Philadelphia. It is the
section of the city that branches northeast along the Delaware River.

Figure 4. Map of the Municipal Districts of Philadelphia.37

Northeast Philadelphia is divided into two sections: near northeast Philadelphia
and far northeast Philadelphia, labeled in the map above as K and J, respectively. Most of

37
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the Iraqi refugee population lives in the near northeast section. This area of Philadelphia
developed after World War II, much later than much of the rest of city. Factories north of
Kensington between Eerie and Huntington Park, stretching east from 5th street to the
strips along Aramingo and Frankford in Port Richmond, were an attraction for
immigrants and Philadelphians moving to the Northeast.38 Land use maps from the mid20th century (Figure 5) show the development of industry (purple) along the Delaware
River in the near Northeast. A sprawling residential area (yellow/orange) branched out
Westward from the riverside factories. These land use records also reveal that the
Northeast was slow to develop. A significant portion of the land in the near Northeast
was not used at all (35% in 1944). The principle development in the next decade was
residential.39

Figure 5. near Northeast, Land Use in Philadelphia, 1944-1954. 40
38
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40
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The Northeast promised home ownership. As Philadelphia’s upwardly mobile
working class flocked to newer neighborhoods from older urban neighborhoods, the
Northeast quickly became homogenously white.41 Both the near and far Northeast are
historically white neighborhoods. In fact, this was a critically important part of the
Northeast’s identity for the majority of the 20th century. Descendants of old immigrants
in the Northeast started a movement to secede from the city of Philadelphia in 1983, after
the city elected its first black mayor. The Northeast encouraged immigration from
Eastern Europe to defend its racial make-up. Two of the immigrant-serving agencies that
supported these immigrants are still in operation today,42 but have not shifted their
mission to serve the larger variety of immigrants and refugees who come to the Northeast
in the 21st century.43
Today, northeast Philadelphia fits definitions of “suburban” in many ways. It is
farther away from center city Philadelphia than Cherry Hill, NJ, and Roxborough, PA,
despite being within the municipal boundaries of Philadelphia. It also fits the physical
definition of suburbs: a large area of primarily residential neighborhoods with a lowdensity population,44 shown in Figures 6, 7 and 8.

41
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42
Dominic Vitiello (professor of Urban Studies) in discussion with the author, March 2016.
43
McWilliams and Bonet, “Refugees in the City,” 432.
44
Forsyth, “Defining Suburbs,” 273.

17

Yellow: residential
Purple: industry

Figure 6. Zoning of near Northeast Philadelphia45

Figure 7. Street map of near Northeast Philadelphia.46
45

From the City of Philadelphia.
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Figure 8. Street view of near Northeast neighborhood (© Google Maps, June 2015)
It is notable that the Northeast is absent from the majority of archival cityplanning reports. It seems likely that this is because northeast Philadelphia did not fit the
criteria for “city” planning—it is and has always been very much on the periphery of the
geography and consciousness of Philadelphia.
b. Immigration to Northeast Philadelphia
From the birth of the city, Philadelphia and the greater Delaware Valley has been
a refuge for those fleeing from persecution. In the 17th and 18th centuries, it became home
to English, Huguenot, and German migrants fleeing their homeland. In the 1800s, the
Irish potato famine and wars in central Europe drove more people to seek sanctuary in
Philadelphia. Later, Jews and Armenians came to Philadelphia in search of refuge.
Immigrants of these earlier eras establish mutual-aid organizations to help incoming
refugees and immigrants in the Delaware Valley – organizations that persisted and
evolved into either volunteer agencies (VOLAGs) or ethnic social groups.47

46
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Philadelphia is categorized as a former immigrant gateway, a city that used to
attract immigrants in large numbers in the early 1900s, but no longer does. Other cities in
this category include Baltimore, Buffalo, Cleveland, Detroit, Milwaukee, Pittsburgh, and
St. Louis. A narrative of decline has underscored literature about these urban centers:
“impersonal, transitory, segmented,” with physical spaces that are “dead, impotent,
declining, [or] irrelevant.”48 In part due to urban decline, immigrants are increasingly
bypassing the inner city and moving straight to the suburbs. Now, more immigrants are
living in suburbs than in cities. In 1910, 84% of metro Philadelphia’s foreign-born lived
within the municipal boundaries of the city. By 2006, that number plummeted to 35%.49
The emerging immigrant gateways are lower-density and rapidly expanding cities.50
This holds true for refugees, as well; leading refugee destinations have shifted
away from the traditional immigrant gateways to other metropolitan areas such as Seattle,
Atlanta, and Portland.51 However, there are exceptions to this rule, and Philadelphia is
one of them. As of 2006, Philadelphia has the largest and fastest growing immigrant
population among its peer metropolitan areas. The vast majority of its foreign-born
population arrived since the 1990s.52

48
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Figure 9. Foreign-born population of former immigrant gateways, 1970-200653

Not only are immigrants arriving in large numbers, but they are also making
enormous contributions to the city. Nearly 75% of Philadelphia’s labor force growth
between 2000-2008 was attributable to immigrants, compared to just 36% in the 1990s.54
The Northeast has ultimately seen a radical change in demography as a result of this
recent immigration. Northeast Philadelphia has been attracting a large volume of new
immigrants from a wide variety of countries, with a 90.9% increase in immigration in the
Olney/Oxford/Juniata Park/Feltonville area55 and a 64.4% increase in the far Northeast
between 1990-2000.56
The immigrant communities of northeast Philadelphia that have been explored in
literature include Puerto Ricans, Poles, and Koreans.57 In the near Northeast, Iraqi

53
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refugees are living amidst refugees and immigrants from the former Soviet Union,
Palestine, and North Africa.58 Of those who moved to the Olney/Oxford/Juniata
Park/Feltonville area in the 10 years from 1990-2000, 44% were Asian (this includes
Vietnamese, Chinese, Indian, Koreans, Cambodians and Filipino, though one should note
the ambiguity of the umbrella term “Asian” with respect to Arabs and Middle Easterners
writ large; there are huge debates about the uses of “Asian” vs. “White” and their
respective implications in Arab-American communities). 33% were Latin American,
(Dominican, Columbian, Haitian, and smaller numbers of Mexicans, Brazilians, and
Guatemalans). 19% of the foreign-born were European, mostly Eastern European, though
they lived predominantly further northeast. Nearly 70% of the immigration to the Far
Northeast (Somerton, Bustleton, and Rhawnhurst) was still from Eastern Europe.59 Near
northeast Philadelphia (especially the Mayfair/Oxford Circle area) is now one of
Philadelphia’s most diverse neighborhoods, though the far northeast remains
predominantly white/Eastern European.60
The population of Arabs in Northeast Philadelphia has grown by 68% between
2000 and 2010, and is mostly from the Palestinian West Bank and Iraq. They have
opened storefronts in the strip of Bustleton Ave. between Unruh and Tyson Streets in
near northeast Philadelphia, sometimes referred to as Oxford Circle.61 Palestinian
immigration to Philadelphia began in the 1950s and 1960s and has continued since that
time. They maintain close ties within their community. Feltonville, an area close to but
distinct from Oxford circle, has been a Palestinian ethnic enclave, though many
58
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Palestinians are moving into the Oxford circle area. Many work in the service sector or as
small business owners—at grocery stores or gas stations. They are also represented in
professions, especially medicine and engineering.62 Iraqi refugees have joined
Palestinian, as well as Egyptian and other North African nationals in their new
neighborhood.63
Because there is no consistent data collection of the numbers of Iraqi refugees
resettled in Philadelphia, it is no surprise that there is minimal information about where
they live. I requested data from the Philadelphia resettlement agencies, and was able to
access a database of the zip codes of each Iraqi refugee resettled by one of the
Philadelphia resettlement agencies. That data is represented in Figure 10.

Figure 10. Iraqi Refugees Resettled64

62

Welcoming Center for New Pennsylvanians, Immigrant Philadelphia: from Cobbelstone Streets to
Korean Soap Operas, 128.
63
McWilliams and Bonet, “Refugees in the City,” 423.
64
Data from Nationalities Service Center, Philadelphia PA. Map produced by ArcGis©.

23

This figure has a few limitations. One, it does not include all Iraqi refugees in the
Philadelphia area, as it is only from one refugee resettlement agency. Data was also not
collected consistently within this agency (131 out of 671 data points were missing). The
map produced by this resettlement agency can be compared to a map produced by the
Philadelphia Immigrant and Multicultural Affairs Office, which shows the density of
Arabic speakers with limited English language ability, can be used as a proxy to identify
the neighborhoods where Iraqi refugees are likely to be living.

Near northeast circa Bustleton Ave

Feltonville/Juniata Park

Figure 11. Arabic-Speakers GIS 2007-2011 ACS 5 Year Estimate65
65
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There are limitations to this data set as well. Figure 11 does not differentiate between
Iraqis and other Arabic-speakers, nor between immigrants and refugees. Further, it does
not account at all for bilingual refugees, of which there are a non-negligible number,
especially because working for the U.S. government is a priority area for resettlement.
However, stakeholders in refugee resettlement have confirmed that the neighborhoods
identified in in Figures 10 and 11 are indeed the sites of Iraqi refugee resettlement.
Specifically, these are the high-density area labeled 313 and the areas surrounding it
roughly correspond to the 19111 and 19149 zip codes in Figure 10,66 adjacent to Tacony.
The 190 and 191 areas correspond to Feltonville (zip code 19124), where some Iraqi
refugees have gone in the past. Purportedly, Feltonville is a worsening neighborhood,
with rising crime and unemployment, and many of the Palestinian immigrants have since
left. As a result, recent resettlement and immigration has been occurring more so in the
near Northeast.67 In 2012, an estimate of 700 Iraqi refugees living in Northeast
Philadelphia appeared in the Northeast Times, reported by an Iraqi refugee resident.68 In
2013, The Philadelphia Inquirer gave an estimate of 800.69
c. Why are Iraqi refugees placed in northeast Philadelphia?
According to data kept by the Pennsylvania Refugee Resettlement Program, 1,273
Iraqi refugees have come to Philadelphia since 2003.70 Philadelphia’s VOLAGs have
placed the vast majority, if not all, of these refugees in near northeast Philadelphia.71
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Operating under the assumption that informal networks of support from within preexisting refugee communities is of critical importance to successful resettlement,72 at
least one resettlement agency has made an effort to concentrate Iraqis in a single
location.73 The Palestinian immigrants aforementioned became the receiving community
for the first Iraqi refugees.74 The resettlement of Iraqis among previous Arabic-speaking
immigrants was a conscious choice made by various stakeholders, including VOLAGs
and an Arab American grassroots organization. Palestinians were able to provide cultural
resources for these first Iraqi refugees.75
From a practical standpoint, the federal funding available to refugees upon arrival
in the US is very limited. Thus the choice of resettlement location revolves to an extent
around rental prices. Near northeast Philadelphia has relatively low rental prices,
demonstrated by Figure 12.
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Figure 12. Median Rental Price GIS76

While the near northeast is a sensible place for resettlement from a practical standpoint,
with large housing units available for a low cost and some previous Arab-American
presence, it is also teeming with unemployment. Iraqi refugees have reported that it is
challenging to find work.77 While no employment data is currently available for these
refugees, it is likely that this is the reality for many Iraqis in the Northeast, given that
nation-wide, Iraqi refugee men have employment rates lower than native-born men and
Iraqi families are in the lowest brackets for household income among refugee groups
living in the United States.78 However, the fact that the employment rate for Iraqi
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refugees in Philadelphia is unknown is yet another call for centralized accountability for
refugee data-keeping.

Figure 13. Unemployment Rate GIS 2009-201379

Apart from unemployment is the issue of crime. The Juniata Park/Feltonville area
ranks #3 out of Philadelphia’s 22 districts for violent crime. Oxford circle does not
experience quite the same dramatically high crime rate, but it is still ranked 11/22, with
834 reported violent crimes from 2011-12.80 On the other hand, this area is within the
catchment of Northeast High School, the only high school in the city where Arabic is
taught.81 This is a principle attraction for the Arab Americans living in the Northeast.82
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4. Thinking long-term: Philadelphia & refugee futures.
a. The Northeast as a Resettlement Site
The Northeast matters for refugees. Decades of research demonstrate the primacy
of place in refugee integration into their communities of resettlement.83 Globalization has
ushered in an era of interconnectedness that seems, at least on the surface, to diminish the
relevance of physical place. Despite this narrative, Robert J Sampson’s research has
shown that “neighborhood effects” still reign strong. He defines these effects as a
collection of wide-ranging social outcomes that are differentiated by neighborhood.
While cities are spatially liberated by globalization, their character remains rooted in
place, and place remains prominent in determining, in broad terms, how well people will
do in virtually every sense, from health to altruism and mobility.84 In a comparative study
of northeast and south Philadelphia, Julia Ann McWilliams and Sally Wesley Bonet
illuminate the impact of these “neighborhood effects” on refugees’ experiences of
resettlement, and consequently their ability to transition to and navigate their new
homes.85 Even the physical structures of neighborhoods (homes, schools, parks, and
libraries) impact resettlement, potentially promoting healing and renewal.86
Aihwa Ong describes a process of “self-making” / “being made” into citizensubject as refugees navigate these and other institutions. The environment in which
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refugees resettle has immense power in shaping their lives as new Americans.87 Val
Colic-Peisker and Farida Tilbury identified two roles that resettled refugees conform to
after resettlement: “active” (achievers/consumers) and “passive” (endurers/victims).
These authors encourage practices that lead to “active” resettlement: integration into
“normal lives” through inclusion in the economic and social structures of the host society,
including employment.88 A report from New Zealand emphasizes employment as both a
means and marker for successful resettlement, and a principle area of focus for
stakeholders in successful integration.89 Education and faith-based supports also play a
large role in shaping the resettlement process.90 A community’s ability to facilitate active
resettlement and provide employment opportunities is critical to successful resettlement.
Yet there are more influences to consider. Singer and Wilson identify three
factors that influence the ability of a community to be a successful site for resettlement.
First, the size of the city influences to what extent services can be focused on refugees.
While larger cities have diverse populations and existing services infrastructures,
refugees who need targeted services risk getting swept up in the larger immigrant mix.
Second, local labor markets influence employment opportunities for refugees. Places with
lower unemployment rates and a high demand for workers (often because of declining
native-born populations) are more ideal for resettlement. Third, “the fundamentals”health care access, housing, neighborhoods, and schools- play a part in ensuring
successful resettlement.91 These community characteristics play a determining role in
resettlement. While some studies have shown that the biggest predictor of resettlement
87
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outcomes are the demographic characteristics of the refugees themselves,92 the impact of
communities on resettlement cannot be denied, especially when VOLAGs lack the
resources to support refugees in the long-term.93
The Northeast fits some, but not all of these qualifications. With respect to
refugee-serving institutions, the Northeast’s history of immigration would theoretically
be an asset via institutions that help incoming refugees. Yet Northeast Philadelphia has
virtually no refugee-serving organizations serving Arabic-speakers. The only existing
organizations in the city are too far for Northeasterners to access easily. Iraqis reported
frustration as a result of lack of support in the Northeast. 94
I see that Iraqis really suffer. There is nowhere for them to go, even for something
as simple as help with reading a piece of mail or filling out an application. I get
so much mail, more than I know what to do with and I don’t even bother opening
it! It means nothing to me. And it’s not just me, I have a friend, he called me
yesterday and he was literally crying with me over the phone. He is having the
same problems that we have: no health insurance, no rent help, no way to learn
the language, no one to help him make sense of the mail he receives or even to
help him fill out a simple application.95
Previous immigrants from other ethnic and national communities have not necessarily
helped the new Iraqi refugees. The only explicitly refugee-serving organization in
Northeast Philadelphia is focused on Eastern European refugees, and has not shifted its
mission to serve Iraqis.96 These were the institutions that were established to maintain the
Northeast’s racial homogeneity in the mid 20th-century.
When I walked in [to the English class], everyone stared at me. The teacher
seemed very surprised to see me. I was too embarrassed to walk out, so I sat
down. But in the class, I felt out of place. I was the only Iraqi, the only Arab, the
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only one who was not Russian, and of course the only one wearing a hijab (a
veil). I never went back.97
With respect to employment, the Northeast also probably fails to meet the criteria
for a successful site for resettlement discussed previously, though more data collection is
required to quantitatively understand unemployment among Iraqis and other refugees
living in Philadelphia. From news reports and qualitative accounts, unemployment seems
to be a problem. A news reporter, highlighting the trials and tribulations of refugees, told
the story of an Iraqi refugee living in northeast Philadelphia who, a year after arrival, is
unemployed, behind on bills, and facing eviction.98 In light of these shortcomings, can
Iraqis support each other in their new community?
b. Ethnic Enclave
In discussing the geography of urban immigration, we run into the concept of an
enclave. The term “enclave” has traditionally been used to describe racial or ethnic
minority groups living in self-contained neighborhoods or ghettos. This can be expanded
to any group of people living in such a space who share a significant commonality, such
as the Castro district of San Francisco, which has historically been populated
predominantly by gay men.99 Immigrants tend to produce institutions and social
structures, which become “ethnic enclaves, ethnic economies, and ethnic niches.” These
places in turn support new generations of immigrants.100 New immigrants go to the places
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where their family, friends, and compatriots have previously settled, thus continuing the
life of these immigrant networks.101
Singer, et al., propose that ethnic enclaves have dual characteristics of stability
vis-à-vis infrastructure that “institutionalizes” the immigrant experience, and flux, as new
immigrants arrive and others move away to find better opportunities.102 Businesspeople
in enclaves often remain connected to the affairs of their homeland, and offer a special
opportunity for newer immigrants or refugees because of shared culture and language.103
In a case study of African refugees, Tamar Mott found that lack of prior refugee
resettlement by refugees with the “same background” (in an enclave or not) creates high
rates of secondary migration to places where those networks do exist.104 The most famous
case of large-scale secondary migration was of the Hmong people in the late 1970s. The
Laotian Hmong were resettled throughout the U.S. After resettlement, many migrated to
Minnesota to join their tribal leaders, who had been placed there by chance.105
Northeast Philadelphia is not an Arab enclave. It is, however, “enclave(s).”106
More accurately, it is what we could call a global neighborhood: characterized by the
disappearance of an all-white enclave and the emergence of a multicultural one, the
diversity within categories of “white” in the Northeast notwithstanding. These are
“neighborhoods where the simple place categories of predominantly white,
predominantly black, or racially mixed are no longer adequate.”107 They often form as a
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“buffer zone” between white and black areas,108 in this case, the far Northeast and
central/upper north Philadelphia, respectively. One of the reasons that near northeastern
Philadelphia has failed to morph into an enclave for Iraqis or Middle Eastern immigrants
generally is that there is a low-density of those immigrants with respect to the total
immigrant number of this extremely multicultural neighborhood, defying traditional
models of invasion-succession109 and homogenous enclaves.

Figure 14. Total foreign-born GIS

Figure 11. Arabic-speaking GIS110

By these numbers, in any given census block, the total Arabic-speaking population would
not constitute a majority of the total foreign-born population. Photographs of Arab
businesses along a main street in the near Northeast demonstrate extraordinary
multiculturalism, wherein Arab storefronts are sprinkled around East Asian businesses
(see Figures 15a & b).
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Figure 15a. Street view of near Northeast main street (© Google Maps, June 2015)

Figure 15b. Street view of near Northeast main street (© Google Maps, June 2015)

A local news reporter interviewed the owner of Al-Amana Market. “‘Greek, Albanian,
Arab, Pakistani, Indian, [Bangladeshi], mostly foreigners,’ Raja said about his
customers.”111
Not only is the Arabic-speaking population of northeast Philadelphia diffuse, it is
also not safe to assume that Iraqis would feel a sense of communal solidarity with one
another, or with the pre-existing Arabic-speaking communities. Iraq itself is a relatively
new nation, encompassing massive amounts of ethnic and religious diversity. Some Iraqi
nationals, such as Kurds, may not even consider themselves “Iraqi.” Aside from the
ambiguity of the national label of “Iraqi” is the issue of disparity between different waves
111
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of Iraqi immigrants. While older immigrants build networks and institutions that attract
and support newer ones, tensions often exist between “insiders” with established links in
the immigrant community, and new arrivals.112 There are steep class differences between
the earlier and later waves of refugees;113 the recent refugees belong to lower social
classes than previous Iraqi immigrants and refugees.114 The earlier waves of Iraqi émigrés
from the 1980s and 1990s are also significantly different from recent refugees in terms of
their response to resettlement. For example, research shows that their psychological
health is significantly different, and use distinct acculturation strategies.115
“I am a U.S. citizen...went to university in the U.S. ...I don‘t have anything in
common with these new Iraqi refugees...they are different.”116
Apart from tensions generated by gradations of acculturation and time spent in the U.S.,
most of the Philadelphia Arab American community is Christian or Sunni, so religious
differences may be a boundary to community-making, as most Iraqis who are being
resettled currently now are Shi’a.117
One possible way to look at the lack of community among Iraqi refugees is reimagining the population as a heterolocal community. “Heterolocalism” describes how
people will often live in one place, work in another, and access services in yet another
place. It can apply to an ethnic community that maintains close ties despite low-density
geographical sprawl,118 as is the case with Iraqi refugees in the Northeast. However,
heterolocalism is typically a phenomenon observed in more privileged communities, who
112
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have access to newer technologies of transportation and communication.119 For this
community, heterolocalism seems like an unlikely alternative to traditional enclavebuilding, which involves physical spaces and on-the-ground community.
c. Secondary Migration
By 2013-14, there should have been more than 930-1,171 Iraqi refugees in
Philadelphia, according to data kept but the Pennsylvania Refugee Resettlement Program.
By subtracting the number of refugees reported by witnesses to be living in the Northeast
in 2013-14 (i.e. refugees in the Northeast) from the number of refugees that the
Pennsylvania Refugee Resettlement Program reports (i.e. refugees that originally moved
to the Northeast), an estimate of the number of Iraqi refugees leaving the Northeast is at
least over 100, up to almost 500 refugees. Results from a study done in Bowling Green,
Ohio showed that the majority of Iraqis who resettled there, subsequently left.120 Until
very recently, Iraqi refugees may have been more able to re-migrate within the United
States, since they historically had higher literacy rates and English skills than many other
refugee groups.121
Why do refugees leave the initial site of resettlement? Mott’s case study showed
that pull factors for secondary migration include a strong network of voluntary agencies
(VOLAGs), the location of family or friends, or an ethnic enclave.122 Neither the
VOLAGs nor any other public agency has been invested in community engagement, and
the burden of building intercultural awareness has often been left to individuals and
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community organizations, which is very ad-hoc.123 The Office of Refugee Resettlement
(ORR) is a federal office that oversees refugee resettlement at the national level. The
ORR “preferred communities” program of the places the emphasis of support, not on host
communities, but on the service organizations that operate within them.124 ORR
acknowledges secondary migration as a natural part of resettlement, but identifies only
pull factors: better employment opportunities, relatives and friends, or a more congenial
climate.125
Push factors have been identified in literature about northeast Philadelphia
specifically. In interviews with investigators, refugee participants and VOLAG staff
indicated that the geographical spread of northeast Philadelphia was a barrier to accessing
services after the three-month contract that refugee clients have with their VOLAG. They
identified a need for a sustained institutional presence in the Northeast.126 Without this
institutional presence, ample opportunity for employment, or substantial community,
Iraqis may be choosing to leave northeast Philadelphia.
Until 2009, the two states with the largest populations of Iraqi refugees were
California and Michigan, which had over 5,000 each.127 If secondary migration has been
happening, the most probable destination for Iraqis would be Dearborn, Michigan.128
Considered the “Arab Capital of North America,” Dearborn is a true ethnic enclave, with
more than 4,000 Iraqi refugees currently living there. In Dearborn, 60-70% of refugees
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found employment within 3-6 months of their arrival in 2015.129 There, Iraqis are likely
to find support from pre-existing networks of Iraqis and other Arab immigrants. The
second possible destination for secondary migration is return to Iraq. A news article
reported,
…some [refugees] have even returned to Iraq rather than continue in difficult
conditions in the U.S. “Some families go back to Baghdad,” she says. “Is it
safe?” asks Enas. “No. That’s why they left in the first place. But they’re
desperate.”130
Return to Iraq, if unsafe, is a threat both to the wellbeing of refugees and antithetical to
the goals of safe resettlement. Further research is required to track Iraqi refugees longterm, including their subsequent migrations. While it is not known how much secondary
migration is occurring, if the Northeast fails to meet the needs of Iraqi refugees,
secondary migration threatens to deplete the Iraqi refugee population, if it has not done so
already.
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5. Conclusion: Philadelphia as a re-emerging immigration gateway?
Due to its old industrial history and modern population decline, Philadelphia is
classified as a “Legacy City:” an industrial powerhouse that has declined since the midtwentieth century. Legacy cities such as Philadelphia have long been in-search of
methods for revitalization. One way to achieve this is through immigration.131 Though
refugees only constitute a small portion of overall immigration, they have a
disproportionately large impact on changing the foreign-born population of metropolitan
areas. By sponsoring further immigration, refugees have a multiplier effect on the
foreign-born population of their communities. This is called a migration chain. Refugees,
and the immigrants that accompany them through migratory chains, can revitalize
neighborhoods by opening businesses and restoring houses.132 Refugees have
transformative power in restoring declining legacy cities.
While Philadelphia may have an accelerating rate of immigration compared to
other former immigrant gateways, it is still not attracting many immigrants compared to
cities like New York, Miami, Los Angeles, and Washington D.C., and even smaller cities
such as Boston. Immigration in Philadelphia’s suburbs, such as Montgomery and
Delaware counties, has outpaced the city’s immigrant growth.133 Philadelphia still sees
net population loss to other metro areas, leading to an overall pattern of outward
migration.134 Promoting refugee resettlement would help to offset this pattern. In a New
York Times opinion piece, David D. Laitin, professor of political science and co-director
of the Immigration and Integration Policy Lab at Stanford University, and Marc Jahr,
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former president of the New York City Housing Development Corporation, used this
logic to argue that Syrian refugees should be recruited to Detroit.135 Highlighting the
success and contributions of previous Arab immigrants and refugees in Detroit, the
authors argue that Syrian refugees could make up for Detroit’s massive population loss
and contribute to the city’s struggling economy. Utica, New York, is a more extreme
case. Utica’s population declined from 100,000 to 60,000 in the mid-20th century.
Refugee resettlement in the latter portion of the 20th and beginning of the 21st century is
cited as the primary reason for its revitalization.136 Refugees remain a huge economic
force in Utica, opening businesses and renovating forsaken homes and storefronts.137
Iraqi refugees have the potential to add volume and diversity to labor, culture, and
revitalization in Philadelphia. Yet, “Little Baghdad is still more an idea than a tangible
community.”138
Philadelphia should do more for its Iraqi refugees. Not only because its
revitalization hinges, in part, upon its ability to attract immigrants and refugees, but also
because the city has a time-honored tradition of accepting persecuted peoples, relating to
its reputation as a haven of “Brotherly Love” and the model of tolerance set by its Quaker
founder, William Penn. Northeast Philadelphia has contributed to this tradition by
welcoming Eastern European immigrants and refugees. Now, the Northeast has an
opportunity to extend the welcome mat to others seeking refuge. However, high
unemployment and crime rates potentially challenge its ability to be a successful
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resettlement site. Changing these conditions warrants investment from the City of
Philadelphia.
The decentralized and ephemeral support provided by refugee resettlement
agencies is not enough support Iraqi refugees in the long-term. Three individual, federally
funded resettlement agencies use their own staff, budget, and systems to support refugee
clients. Philadelphia’s lack of coordination makes it difficult to assess refugee affairs.
The radical transition from high levels of institutional accountability and social support to
independence after three months makes it very difficult to track long-term refugee health,
residence, and employment. Unless serious institutional infrastructure is built to support
Iraqi refugees at the local level, Iraqis will continue to face barriers to community
building. Philadelphia is facing an opportunity for revitalization in refugee resettlement,
and even to re-emerge as a gateway for new immigration. But if the neighborhoods where
resettlement is occurring do not set refugees and immigrants up for success, neither
Philadelphia nor the communities themselves benefit, and Philadelphia runs the risk of
losing its refugees to secondary migration. Rigorous research is required to evaluate the
specific needs of this community, and tangible investment from the city is required to
meet these needs. If these steps are taken, Iraqis may add substantially to the
multicultural fabric of the city, attracting more newcomers in the process.
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